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R939Many fish stocks around the globe are in decline or already no longer
commercial as a result of overfishing. Researchers are seeking novel
evidence of the timeframe of human exploitation of such marine
resources in the hope that it may help inform conservation measures.
Nigel Williams reports.
Features
Fishing history à la carteThe decline in many marine
fisheries is well documented but
there is less information about the
scale and timing of their demise.
Researchers are now beginning to
search for such information in the
hope that it may help reveal how
different fisheries might best be
conserved or restored. 
One novel source has been
seafood prices collected from US
restaurant menus dating to the
1850s, which are helping to plot the
shifting harvest of marine species,
according to a study announced at
the recent “Oceans Past: A Census
of Marine Life” conference in
Denmark on the history of marine
animal populations.Led by oceanographer Glen
Jones at Texas A&M University at
Galveston, researchers have been
charting over 150 years of
inflation-adjusted seafood prices
from menus, mostly from cities
such as New York, Boston and
San Francisco. The menus shed
light on shifting tastes for, and
supplies of, such popular seafood
as lobster, swordfish, abalone,
oysters, halibut, haddock and sole.
Though only at an early stage,
the research already shows a
dramatic rise in the price of
abalone coincident with the
collapse of stocks along the
Californian coast. San Francisco
menus, which started to featurethe slow-growing mollusc in the
1920s, reveal that the inflation-
adjusted price of an abalone meal
held steady at around $7 (in 2004
currency) for roughly 20 years. The
price spiked sharply in the 1930s
as the species was over-
harvested and again in the 1950s,
since when the price has been
rising seven to ten times faster
than inflation. California banned
commercial abalone fishing in
1997 and most supplies in state
restaurants today are imported
from Australia and New Zealand,
priced on menus at $50 to $70.
Similarly, the restaurant price of
lobster has tracked its fluctuating
abundance and popularity over
the decades, according to Jones.
“Prior to the 1880s, it was unusual
to see lobster on menus at all
except in bargain-priced lobster
salad,” he says. “It was
considered a fish no one wantedOn the cards: Old restaurant menus have proved a useful source of information about seafood preferences and abundance in the
marine environment (Photograph: EMPICS.) 
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R940— it was not something you’d
want to be seen eating. In fact, in
colonial America, servants
negotiated agreements that they
need not be forced to eat lobster
more than twice a week.”
Tastes started to change in the
1880s, with lobsters even
appearing on menu covers. The
1930s saw prices fall with the
Great Depression, but they
ballooned in the 1950s, with
restaurants pricing lobsters at
one-quarter pound (113 gram)
increments, another reflection of
declining supplies, says Jones.
“It’s interesting on menus today
to see the appearance of four and
five pound lobsters,” he notes.
“There is little chance those are
coming from the inshore fisheries,
which are so heavily fished a
lobster is sent to market as soon
as it is up to weight. What it
indicates to me is the opening up
of new deep-sea areas on the
outer continental shelf, 200 miles
offshore.”
Among other observations
gained from the archived menus
include oyster prices which are
shown to have remained relatively
flat for some 100 years, then climb
at twice the rate of inflation
starting in the 1950s.
Some 200,000 restaurant menus
have been uncovered by theresearch team in various archives,
primarily in New England. Of
these, many are banquet menus
showing only the food served;
Jones estimates just 10,000
include the date, city and prices.
Extensive and previously
unexplored historical and
environmental archives provide
valuable information and insight
into the sometimes startling
changes in marine communities
along the ocean shorelines and in
the open seas. By extending
trends backward from the
baseline of the present, the
History of Marine Animal
Population (HMAP) project has
unearthed records from fossils to
fish taxes that may help detect
and manage future trends.
“Fish has been part of people’s
diets since humans first walked
the earth and remains a vital item
in the daily diet of millions
worldwide,” says Danish
environmental historian Poul
Holm, who leads the HMAP
network of researchers and
institutions.
With respect to the North Sea,
for example, researchers at the
conference showed how the large
harvests of ling fish before the
First World War allowed cod to
dominate the North Sea, causing
ecologists today to rethinkmodels of the North Sea
ecosystem where cod stocks are
in severe decline. 
Archaeologists have
documented the diminishing size
of North Sea fish catches between
1,000 and 1,500, a sure sign of
overfishing, but such pressure on
stocks was temporary. Even the
most exploited species such as
cod and herring demonstrated the
ability to recover over time, with
possible lessons for the recovery
of such fishing grounds as the
Gulf of Maine and Newfoundland,
prolific until comparatively
recently.
Looking further back
researchers have explored how
Imperial Rome developed a fish
processing industry. Their
techniques spread outside the
empire and into the northern
Black Sea region, where large
salting operations developed. A
fish soup produced in huge open-
air boileries was consumed in
such large quantities by the
Romans that researchers believe
that fish stocks in the
Mediterranean must have been
significantly reduced. 
Researchers hope such
discoveries will help track the
pressure on fisheries and also
throw light on the best ways to
help natural stocks to be restored.Farmed out: Growing numbers of species, such as the abalone mollusc shown here, are increasingly farmed as natural populations
have been depleted or destroyed over often poorly documented timescales. (Photograph: Photolibrary.)
